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Miners Dig In for a Fight
Environmentalists Say Phosphate Mining Threatens Florida
Wetlands, Farmland

By MIKE ESTERL
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Phosphate is extracted at Four Corners Mine in central Florida.



WAUCHULA, Fla.—The phosphate mined for more than a century here in central Florida to
make fertilizer has yielded thousands of jobs and countless harvests around the world.

But environmental groups are arguing in federal court that the cornucopia extracts too high a
price in lost wetlands, spoiled water supplies and ruined farmland.

The Sierra Club and local environmentalists have slammed the brakes on an 11,000-acre mine
extension planned by industry giant Mosaic Co. after securing a court injunction in July—the
first such ruling in a state that supplies approximately 70% of U.S. phosphate rock for fertilizer.
Mosaic is appealing the ruling.

At the same time, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers plans to begin an environmental review
early next year to determine the cumulative impact of phosphate mining in this region—the first
such study in Florida since 1978.

The hurdles are threatening jobs in a local economy that is struggling to emerge from recession.
Phosphate mining directly employs about 4,000 people in four Florida counties, generating an
estimated 20% of the world's phosphate fertilizer.

In Hardee County, where Mosaic's mine extension is located, the unemployment rate has more
than doubled to 15% since 2007. On the main street of Wauchula, the county seat, about half the
store fronts are vacant. "I would hate to see anything happen that prohibits mining," said Terry
Atchley, chairman of the county's board of commissioners.
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Phosphate mining in four Florida counties employs about 4,000 people and produces about 20%
of the world's phosphate fertilizer.



Phosphate companies own nearly a quarter of the land in Hardee County, or about 120,000 acres.

Phosphate is extracted from "Bone Valley," an ancient fossil bed where the nutrient-rich mineral
lies. Seven-million-pound "draglines" create vast open-pit mines by digging often 50 feet or
deeper with 300-foot-long booms and shovels large enough to cradle trucks. The mix of rock,
clay and sand extracted is then separated, before the phosphate is combined with sulfuric acid to
produce fertilizer.

Environmentalists say such mines damage wetlands and harm the area's dwindling water supply.
In addition to using water to process phosphate, large areas of clay left behind are less permeable

and can block underground water flows. Past spills from such areas have polluted rivers, killing
fish.

Critics say the strip mining also renders large tracts of land unusable for agriculture for many
years. They also warn of health risks from increased radiation levels, because the mining brings
radioactive materials closer to the surface.

"We're trying to ensure that it's done more responsibly in the future," said Percy Angelo,
chairwoman of the Sierra Club's phosphate committee in Florida.

Mosaic says it's responsible for less than 10% of the region's groundwater usage and that it
carefully rehabilitates mined lands. It also says the proposed South Fort Meade extension in
Hardee County has been reviewed by 14 local, state and federal agencies since 2003, producing
more than 100,000 pages of documents.



"We are a highly regulated industry," said Richard Mack, general counsel of Plymouth,
Minn.-based Mosaic, the world's largest producer of phosphate fertilizer.

Mosaic, majority-owned by Cargill Inc., estimates its reserves are sufficient to continue mining
for another 40 years in Florida. But it only has enough permits to cover about 10 years. The
contested South Fort Meade extension would roughly double its permitted reserves.

After a Jacksonville court halted the South Fort Meade extension, Mosaic published
advertisements in local newspapers warning it would have to lay off more than 200 workers.
That struck a nerve in Hardee County, where mining jobs are among the highest paid and
per-capita personal income is barely half the national average. Mosaic has nearly 300 workers in
the county, making it the third-largest private-sector employer after a medical rehabilitation
center and Wal-Mart Stores Inc. CF Industries Inc., a smaller phosphate miner, ranks fourth.
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"A lot of families are relying on their miner fathers," said Zakk McClellan, 21 years old, who
buses tables in a Wauchula restaurant and is critical of environmentalists.

Conservation groups have fought back, publishing their own advertisements in local papers and
arguing that more jobs would be generated if the land was used for agriculture.

Since 1975, Florida has required phosphate companies to reclaim each acre of land that it mines
for other purposes and replace wetlands. By the end of 2008, 69% of the 184,681 acres mined
since 1975 had been reclaimed, according to the Florida Department of Environmental
Protection.

Mosaic says about 95% of the 30,000 acres it has reclaimed in the past decade have been
converted to pasture land for more than 4,500 head of cattle.

Earlier this month, it also unveiled plans to build a 140-room luxury resort—with two 18-hole
golf courses designed by Ben Crenshaw—on 16,000 acres of formerly mined land. The Polk
County resort 1s scheduled to open in 2013.



The Environmental Protection Agency says the three-decade-old environmental-impact
statement on phosphate mining in central Florida is outdated and that a comprehensive review
will allow for better decision-making. The new study will take 18 months to complete, according
to the Corps.

Federal regulators also decided to take a closer look after the Gulf Coast counties of Charlotte,
Lee and Sarasota contested phosphate projects in state courts in recent years, arguing that further
inland mining could threaten their shared drinking-water supply and harm coastal estuaries.

In late October, environmentalists reached a temporary truce with Mosaic, allowing it to mine an
initial 200 acres at the contested site in return for avoiding some wetlands. The new acreage

amounts to about four months of mining, postponing the immediate threat of big layoffs.

Despite the tough economy, some locals support the push for greater scrutiny and are skeptical
that the industry has been doing enough to clean up after itself.

"I'm not a big supporter of the Sierra Club," said Kenneth Jinwright, 58, a postal worker in
Wauchula. "But if they can bring light to this, it's probably a good thing."
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